Taboo: The Journal of Culture and
Education
Volume 21
Issue 1 Editorial Introduction: Interesting Edges
on Educational Thinking

Article 5

September 2022

What Counts as Rigor When Rigor Counts?: Increasing
Intentionality in Teacher Education
Derek Riddle
California State University, Stanislaus, driddle@csustan.edu

Chyllis E. Scott
University of Nevada, Las Vegas, chyllis.scott@unlv.edu

LeAnn G. Putney
University of Nevada, Las Vegas, leann.putney@unlv.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalscholarship.unlv.edu/taboo
Part of the Curriculum and Instruction Commons, Higher Education and Teaching Commons, and the
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning Commons

Repository Citation
Riddle, D., Scott, C. E., & Putney, L. G. (2022). What Counts as Rigor When Rigor Counts?: Increasing
Intentionality in Teacher Education. Taboo: The Journal of Culture and Education, 21 (1). Retrieved from
https://digitalscholarship.unlv.edu/taboo/vol21/iss1/5

This Article is protected by copyright and/or related rights. It has been brought to you by Digital Scholarship@UNLV
with permission from the rights-holder(s). You are free to use this Article in any way that is permitted by the
copyright and related rights legislation that applies to your use. For other uses you need to obtain permission from
the rights-holder(s) directly, unless additional rights are indicated by a Creative Commons license in the record and/
or on the work itself.
This Article has been accepted for inclusion in Taboo: The Journal of Culture and Education by an authorized
administrator of Digital Scholarship@UNLV. For more information, please contact digitalscholarship@unlv.edu.

50

What Counts
as Rigor
When
Rigor Counts?
Taboo,
Summer
2022

What Counts as Rigor
When Rigor Counts?
Increasing Intentionality
in Teacher Education
Derek Riddle, Chyllis E. Scott, & LeAnn G. Putney
Abstract
This manuscript presents findings from an empirical qualitative telling case study examining the concept of rigor in a graduate level literacy assessment course in a teacher
preparation program. Whereas teacher preparation has been attacked on
many fronts for not adequately preparing teachers for the field this piece
leans in to this criticism by exploring how teacher preparation programs can
match the rigor and demands of the profession and to self-assess our own
progress towards meeting that aim. This article aims to “foster discussions
across and through different disciplines including explorations into how intertextualities and intersectionalities operate throughout and within different educational times/spaces/places.” While this piece focusses specifically
on teacher preparation, the methods herein could evoke other disciplines to
consider their impact and value in the spaces where they do their work and,
perhaps, consider how they may do it better

Introduction
Teacher preparation is imperative, yet the actual preparation and the rigor of
teacher preparation is often ignored or dismissed. Asking preservice and inservice
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teachers whether their own preparation experiences was of value, may evoke and
poke at some of the inadequate feelings of imposter syndrome many of us in
teacher education have felt. Herein lies the controversy about academic rigor.
As authors of this piece, we were all successful elementary and secondary
teachers prior to becoming teacher educators; however, we are certain that the
thought of “am I doing this well?” has crossed our minds and probably the minds
of most teacher educators at one time or another. We knew how to teach our subject matter to the elementary or secondary-aged students, but do we really know
how to teach and prepare teachers effectively? It is this question that may keep
most of us up at night, and one that we hope to broach in the short confines of this
manuscript. While none of us want to be told we are not doing our jobs well (and
we do not believe we are completely incompetent either), it is not too much to
expect for teacher educators to pause and reflect on how well we are doing in our
mission to prepare future teachers.
With this introduction in mind, we do not ignore the fact that teacher preparation has its critics. Before we become defensive of such criticisms, as Zeichner et
al. (2015) explained, we would do well to humbly consider the potential merits of
these critiques. Most often the success of teacher preparation is measured by retention. It has been argued that teacher preparation, along with induction and professional development, should work together in a seamless and cohesive fashion
towards the development of a competent professional (Feiman-Nemser, 2001).
However, it is always easier to point the finger of blame at someone else—and
by someone else we mean teacher preparation faculty—when a teacher leaves the
profession in their early stages.
Consider some of the prior research on issues of retention. Sutcher et al. (2016)
reported that teachers with little or inadequate preparation are two to three times
more likely to leave the teaching profession than those with a more comprehensive
preparation. Likewise, Ingersoll et al. (2018) discovered that roughly 45% of new
teachers leave the field within the first five years. Moreover, the Covid-19 pandemic
has exacerbated the exodus of teachers leaving the profession (Lurye, 2022). While
none of us could fully prepare for the global pandemic, a pandemic of early departures plagued our system long before 2020. The long-standing question is why
does this continue to happen, and—perhaps an even harder question to consider—is
teacher preparation contributing to this issue? If so, what can be done?
There are other criticisms and issues leading to early departure from the teaching career—classroom management continues to be a central concern for novice
teachers (Buchanan, 2010; Lew & Nelson, 2016). One thing becomes clear, if
retention of new teachers and poor management skills are among the top reasons
for early departure, perhaps it is time to take a closer look at how the rigor of our
teacher preparation programs matches the rigor of the teaching field. The National
Council on Teacher Quality (NCTQ) argued that the lack of criterion-referenced
assessments was leading teacher candidates to a false notion of actual prepared-
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ness (Putman et al., 2014). While their methods were questionable (Medaille et
al., 2019), their question may not be. Are we, as teacher educators, unintentionally
communicating a false sense of preparedness to our teacher candidates? Do teacher preparation programs lack rigor? We determined the best way to answer some
of these questions was to take a hard look at how our instruction was preparing
our candidates for the rigor of the teaching field. Unfortunately, exploring rigor in
teacher preparation has been highly debated, contested, subjective, and otherwise
ill-defined. In this manuscript, it is our intention not to shy away from the controversy, but rather to lean into it.
Recruiting, preparing, and retaining quality educators, especially from diverse and underrepresented populations that mirror the current population of
school-age students, is vital to the success of America’s education and students
(Cardichon et al., 2020). In fact, the most important in-school factor for student
success is a well-qualified teacher (Adnot et al., 2017). In general, preparing qualified teachers falls on the shoulders of teacher preparation programs (TPPs).
For the past few decades, TPPs often have been criticized for their attempts to
prepare preservice teachers for the demands of the classroom (e.g., standardized
assessments, changing climates, workload; Putman et al., 2014; Zeichner, 2016).
Critics of TPPs typically cite studies on teacher retention data as evidence of inadequate preparation. For example, Ingersoll et al. (2018) and Sutcher et al. (2016)
support the need to reexamine rigor in preservice teacher coursework through
their studies on teacher retention. Marchitello and Trinidad (2019) claimed educators within the American education system failed to expose their candidates to
a curriculum focused on equity and diversity. Additionally, beginning teachers are
challenged with managing a classroom causing heightened job dissatisfaction that
leads to early career departures (Lew & Nelson, 2016).
Issues with new teacher preparation are compounded by assessment measures utilized to gauge preservice teacher preparation. Many TPPs in the United States currently rely on external assessments (i.e., edTPA), which claim to
assess objectively and rigorously a candidate’s readiness to enter the teaching
profession; however, Dover and Schulz (2016) have argued those assessments are
counterintuitive to the level of rigor those exams purport to measure. Together,
these data points and arguments suggest a need to reexamine the level of rigor in
teacher education programs and the ability to effectively prepare and ultimately
retain qualified and successful teachers.

Conceptual Framework
To examine the level of rigor in a teacher education setting we turned to the
learning theories of Vygotsky (1978; 1986; 1997). From a Vygotskian theory, the
roles of classroom participants are intertwined in problem-solving situations such
that “… the educational process is an active one on three levels: the student is ac-
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tive, the teacher is active, and the environment created between them is an active
one” (Vygotsky, 1997, p. 54). In addition, the “work between student and more
experienced other, is always reciprocal, dynamic, ongoing, and transformative for
the mentor and the mentee” (Wink et al., 2016, p. 90). While Vygotsky’s work is
related to learning and development of children through adolescence, we have
seen a similar trajectory in our own work with adult students in teacher education
as they grapple with new concepts. Adult students also have a zone of proximal
development as they collaborate with faculty and other students in active learning
situations (Putney & Wink, 2013). From Vygotsky (1997) we understand that the
role of the teacher is that of directing students in mindful and purposeful activity
in which learning leads development.
We also turned to the definitions of rigor from various scholars to arrive at our
own working definition of instructional rigor. For example, Draeger et al. (2013)
conducted a campus-wide action research study that explored the concept of rigor
from professors’ perspectives. Their findings generated a practical model that instructors in higher education can use to foster and assess rigor (Draeger et al., 2013).
They defined rigor as including overlapping elements of active learning, meaningful
content, higher-order thinking, and appropriate expectations. Academic rigor then is
not a one-dimensional concept, but rather a complex multidimensional construct, as
with most facets of the world and life, whereas the components of active learning,
higher-order thinking, meaningful content, and appropriate expectations overlap
one another and work symbiotically to create rigorous learning environments (see
Figure 1 for our conceptualization of the model).
Figure 1.

Conceptual framework of students’ perspective of rigor taken from “The anatomy
of academic rigor: The story of one institutional journey” by J. Drager, P. Prado Hill,
L. R. Hunter, and R. Mahler, 2013, Innovative Higher Education, 38(4), 267-279

54

What Counts as Rigor When Rigor Counts?

Draeger et al. (2013) advocated institutions of higher education set goals to
increase rigor by applying their model as an instructional guide and scaffold. They
also noted the need for instructors to be metacognitive as they make decisions
about which aspects of the rigor model to use (Draeger et al., 2015). Thus, by
monitoring various components of rigor, instructors can become aware of which
components are contributing to a rigorous learning environment.
As a result of their work, Draeger et al. (2013, 2015) proposed that other institutions examine rigor within their own contexts (See Figure 2). Consequently,
for our research and in this particular study, we sought to explore instructional
rigor in the context of a teacher education course to understand more fully faculty
and student perceptions of a rigorous learning environment for future and present
teachers.

Examining Rigor in Higher Education
Rigor is a widely studied construct in higher education settings, but we find
little consensus on the definition of rigor (Francis, 2018). Often, academic rigor
has been defined “through the lens of our shortcomings” (Francis, 2018, p. 31).
Generally, scholars and educators examine the level of challenge found in the
instructional methods and assessments as evidence of academic rigor (Arum &
Roska, 2011; Nordvall & Braxton, 1996). For example, researchers (Bowman &
Figure 2.

Conceptual framework of students’ perspective of rigor taken from “Developing
a Student Conception of Academic Rigor” by J. Drager, P. Prado Hill, and R. Mahler,
2015, Innovative Higher Education, 40, 215-228.
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Culver, 2018; Campbell & Dortch, 2018) agree that rigorous course assignments
and course learning activities should promote higher-order thinking (i.e., Bloom’s
taxonomy [revised version]), active teaching and learning techniques, and opportunities to apply course concepts to real-world scenarios. However, rigor also can
be much more nuanced in that academic rigor most often is highly contextualized.
Rigor may look different across institutions and within the different departments
and programs of an institution (Drager, 2013, 2015; Francis, 2018).
Whitaker (2016) noted that an understanding of how rigor is implemented in
college coursework is often taken for granted without deeper critical discussion
and analysis. Medaille et al., (2019) argued, “rigor is a multifaceted concept that
is connected to every aspect of teaching and learning, and thus its implementation
can be influenced by many different variables and affected by different perceptions” (p.73). These authors’ descriptions of rigor go beyond traditional notions
of academic rigor (Medaille et al., 2019).
Traditional beliefs held about what constitutes academic rigor include the
time and effort students put forth in their academic learning, the level of the program/course standards, and/or candidate selection criteria (Campbell, 2018).
Schnee (2008) opposed the traditional understanding of rigor and contended that
rigorous learning should be, “deep, critical, inquiry-based learning that pushes
students to new levels of academic accomplishment and recognizes the importance of sufficient scaffolding for all students to reach high standards” (p. 64). Reich et al. (2015) concurred with Schnee’s definition adding that rigor is manifested
in “curriculum or instruction which holds students to high standards, includes opportunities for the development of connections and deep knowledge, and fosters
application of knowledge to real-world problems” (p. 5). This type of learning is
diametrically opposed to “busy work” or the notion that a higher quantity or volume of work given in one particular class or across the arc of students’ academic
programs equates to rigor (Bain, 2004; Campbell, 2018; Graham & Essex, 2001).
Determining whether the learning of a particular course or class is deemed
academically rigorous also should be examined with student consideration
(Campbell & Dortch, 2018). Some (Reich et al., 2015; Whitaker, 2016) advocated that rigor should be understood in relation to student growth. When students
are challenged at levels that go beyond their current abilities, rigorous instruction
manifests differently depending on the needs of different students. As a result,
Campbell and Dortch (2018) insisted, “the perspective on rigor that students can
offer is important: How students feel about the level of challenge in coursework is
certainly relevant to understanding college rigor” (p. 5).
Bowman and Culver (2018) found that individual student readiness (e.g.,
motivation, prior knowledge, etc.) played a role in both the growth and level of
academic challenge a student could handle successfully. In addition to student
readiness, preparedness, participation, and course expectations placed on students
may serve as precursors to academically challenging courses. Expectations for

56

What Counts as Rigor When Rigor Counts?

class and preparation and standards for class participation could serve as catalysts
to greater levels of rigor in courses (Bowman & Culver, 2018).
Cultural, social and psychological variables also may influence the rigor of
classroom instruction. These elements are often ignored or not considered as components that foster or hinder academic rigor (Campbell, 2018). This is especially
true for marginalized students. Students of color may be challenged by connecting
prior experiences and funds of knowledge to new knowledge they are learning in
their courses and programs (Campbell, 2018; Campbell & Dortch, 2018; Moll et
al., 2005). Educators should be mindful of how students’ lived experiences can be
leveraged in ways that promote cognitive growth in their courses (Castillo-Montoya, 2018).
Finally, educators seeking to provide appropriate academic challenges should
seek to consider external factors (e.g., class size, class length, etc.) and how they
enhance or hinder the rigor of a particular course. For instance, Pascarella and
Terenzini’s (2005) reported that larger classes may hinder students’ ability to acquire course content. Ultimately, the practice of any one of these aforementioned
variables does not equate to rigor; rather, the implementation of these factors in
varied contexts is what may enhance the academic challenge of any given course.
Thus, it is important to examine how these factors are undertaken specifically in
teacher education while simultaneously exploring other potential factors that, if
implemented well, provide the appropriate level of challenge for growth in student learning and elevated professional preparation.

Examining Rigor in Teacher Education
Understanding what constitutes rigor in teacher education has been studied
and highly debated (Medaille et al., 2019; Putman et.al., 2014; Zeichner, 2016).
For example, the National Council on Teacher Quality (NCTQ) asserted that
teacher education programs across the United States often award higher grades
to their students compared to other fields/programs of study (e.g., business,
psychology, nursing, etc.; Putman et.al., 2014). NCTQ argued that by doing so,
TPP’s provide a false notion to their students that their programmatic success (i.e.,
grades) will equate to success in the field. Additionally, NCTQ also found in their
study that teacher education programs lacked criterion-referenced assignments
and assessments and more often gave assignments that were criterion-deficient,
meaning assignments were often graded based on completion rather than against
a specified criterion (Putman et al., 2014). Furthermore, Putman et al. (2014)
questioned whether the rigor of teacher education programs, especially in their
assessment practices, coincided with the rigor of the field and adequately reported
the level of preparation a teacher candidate acquired to be ready to effectively and
successfully teach in today’s schools.
However, NCTQ’s study has been criticized for its lack of sound methodology (Heller, 2014). Medaille et al. (2019) found the criterion-referenced guidelines,
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defined by NCTQ, were an insufficient measure of program rigor. In the courses
they examined in their study, most of the assignments were either partially criterion-referenced and/or not criterion-referenced (thus supporting NCTQ’s assertion
that teacher education programs lack rigor in their coursework); however, all of
these assignments were found to be moving students to the higher levels of cognition. Ultimately, the authors recommended that other methods of assessing rigor
in TPPs could better inform whether programs that were preparing their teachers
to become proficient in the field (Medaille et al., 2019).
Levine (2006) is one of the most cited studies regarding TPP evaluation,
he found that TPP graduates were not being prepared for the classrooms they
eventually would enter. He noted possible reasons for this were due to a lack of
cohesive curriculum, faculty disconnected from the work of K-12 schools, low
admission standards and graduation requirements, wide disparity in resources provided by various teacher education programs, and an insufficient way to
control for quality. Levine’s (2006) research also encouraged the field of teacher
education to better conceptualize areas where they may evaluate how well their
own TPPs are performing.
Because academic rigor has been poorly defined within the context of teacher
education, its operationalization will be left to subjective interpretations, which
may or may not enhance the preparation of future teachers. While Levine’s (2006)
study began to move the field closer to understanding how effectively TPPs are
preparing candidates for practice, we have a need for further research to understand the types of instructional methods that may best prepare candidates for the
work of being an effective teacher. The purpose of this study was to examine the
concept of rigor specific to a teacher education program from the perspectives of
students in the course, which included clinical experiences, and the faculty instructor. We did so by asking the following research questions: 1) How do teacher
education students in a TPP perceive instructional rigor? 2) How do teacher education faculty in a TPP perceive instructional rigor?

Methods
This study used a telling case design, (Putney & Wink 2013; Mitchell, 1984),
which allowed for an in-depth exploration of theoretical issues that may not have
been previously made visible (i.e., the issue of rigor in a contextualized setting).
Case studies rely on “the fieldworker’s intimate knowledge of the interconnections among the actors and events constituting the case study or social situation”
(Mitchell, 1984, p. 240). Case study as a design is used to better represent the
participants, to better represent their voice and experiences, as well as the setting.
A telling case approach has been used particularly in educational settings (Sheridan et al., 2000; Green & Dixon, 2002; Jones & Putney, 2019), and in this study
it served to make the issue of rigor one that we could articulate in a theoretical-
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ly compelling way. The contextualized setting for the case was a graduate-level
teacher education course, and the participants included both the students and the
instructor. Through a one-on-one interview with the course instructor, focus group
interviews with a sample of students from the course, a survey administered to
all students, and the use of course artifacts (e.g., syllabus, assignments), we were
able to examine the instructor’s and students’ perceptions of rigor in a teacher
education course.
Research Context
The study was conducted in the TPP at a higher education institution located
in a large urban city in the southwestern part of the United States. The institution
serves an ethnically diverse population of over 28,000 students, many of whom
are first-generation, and has been designated as a Hispanic Serving Institution
(HSI) and a Minority Serving Institution (MSI). The TPP is housed within the
College of Education; however, for the purpose of this study, the researchers focused specifically on graduate-level students pursuing teaching licensure via a
master’s degree in education. The program is accredited through the National
Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education and has received national recognition and awards.
The specific context for this study occurred in a required literacy assessment
course for elementary and secondary teacher education graduate-level students.
According to the syllabus, the course “examines naturalistic procedures in literacy, based on a holistic philosophy” (Course syllabus, 2016, p. 1). A total of
41 students were enrolled in the course at the beginning of the semester, and 40
students completed the course.
Specifically, course content is/was built upon standards outlined by the International Literacy Association (ILA) and The Interstate New Teacher Assessment
and Support Consortium (InTASC). The course was offered face-to-face and met
weekly on Mondays. For many students, this course served as their only connection to literacy and assessment in their preparation program. The course foci
were for students to “acquire knowledge and strategies related to literacy development and engagement through classroom application, reflection, analysis, and
implementation of lessons with diverse learners” (Course syllabus, 2016, p. 3).
Additionally, all enrolled in the course were required to complete a semester-long
practicum component in which they worked one-on-one with a K-12 child of their
choice to conduct a minimum of five literacy assessments (e.g., Interest Inventory,
Alphabetic Recognition, Spelling, Informal Reading Inventory, Writing). The students also developed lesson plans based upon the assessment data and completed
course assignments related to teaching (e.g., mini-lessons, individual professional
goals, written reports).

Derek Riddle, Chyllis E. Scott, & LeAnn G. Putney

59

Participants
Participants for this study included the students enrolled in the course, a subgroup of whom volunteered for a focus group, and the course instructor (all names
used in this study are pseudonyms).
Students: For the purpose of this study, teacher candidates (i.e., preservice
teachers) and teachers (i.e., inservice teachers) comprised the students of the
course. The preservice teachers were graduate students completing coursework
toward their master’s in education and teaching licensure and thus were not teaching as full-time teachers of record. The inservice teachers were novice teachers
in their first year who were working under a provisional license and completing
coursework toward their master’s in education and full teaching licensure.
Some of the 40 students in the course were pursuing certification through
an elementary or secondary alternative route to licensure (ARL) or with Teach
for America (TFA), while others were traditional education students earning a
master’s of education. The students had completed their undergraduate degree(s),
and the majority were new to education and teaching, with varying educational
backgrounds (e.g., biology, education, history, journalism, etc.). Furthermore, the
course was closely divided between students seeking either elementary and secondary teaching licensure.
Focus-Group Participants: A subgroup of students from the course also volunteered to take part in a focus group, which included eight students. Self-repored
details about these students are included in Table 1.
Table 1

Course Assignments
						Active		Meaningful
Higher-order Appropriate
						Learning		Content		thinking		Expectations
1. Practice Lesson Plan		
X			
2. I as a Learner			X			X			X			X
3. Tickets in the Door					
X		
4. Parent /Administrator
Letter				X			X		
5. Group Presentation		X			X						X
6. Individual Presentation
X			X						X
7. Assessment Experiences X			X			X			X
8. Student Assessment
Portfolio				X			X			X			X
9. Performance-Based
Assessment
Presentation			X			X						X
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Course Instructor: At the time of the study, the second author, Dr. Scott was
an assistant professor (tenure track) in literacy education, in her fourth year at the
university, and had taught the literacy assessment course for six years (present and
former institution).
Study Context and Ethics
The rationale for choosing this context (i.e., graduate-level literacy course) was
a purposeful expedient sampling. The first author conducted this research as part of
a required course assignment in his doctoral program (i.e., teaching internship). As
part of the internship, he was required to follow a graduate course instructor through
a semester of coursework as an “individually structured apprenticeship experience
preparing students for future service” (College Handbook, 2017, p. 164). After
meeting with the instructor (second author), they determined she was available and
willing to serve as mentor instructor for the semester internship.
To be forthcoming and transparent regarding the ethics of this study, the first
author collected all data independently throughout the semester-long course. It was
only after the course had concluded and all student grades were submitted that a
draft of his report was shared with the course instructor. It was decided then that
the findings of the project were worth sharing with a broader audience. Next, the
researchers obtained institutional review board (IRB) approval and the participants’
(i.e., course students) consents. Since this was a course project initially, IRB was
not necessary, and the work was covered under the purview of the internship course
taken by the first author. Following IRB approval and conclusion of the semester,
the first author obtained consent by emailing all of the students involved in the
course. The students’ participation was voluntary, and consent forms were signed
and returned to the first author via email (as approved by the IRB).
Data Collection
Three separate methods were used for data collection: multiple interviews, a
survey, and the course syllabus.
The first author conducted two semi-structured interviews: one with the instructor of the course and the other with a student focus group of eight participants. The first author selected a purposive sampling of course students for the focus
group. A total of eight students were invited via email to participate based on their
diversity (i.e., gender, program [e.g., ARL, TFA, or traditional], ethnicity, elementary or secondary, and age). Since the main criticism of TPPs is that programs inadequately prepare teachers for the demands of the classroom (e.g., Putman et al.,
2014; Zeichner, 2016), it was necessary to explore perspectives of teacher education
students who were engaged in the coursework while concurrently involved with the
demands of other coursework and their work in a classroom.
As a result of the email invitation, all eight students volunteered to partici-
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pant: six females and two males, six inservice teachers, and two preservice teacher candidates (one of whom had been a teacher previously but was seeking licensure in the state the study took place), with an even split between elementary and
secondary, ethnically diverse, and ages range from 24-65 years old (as reported
by the participants). The participants were also diverse in their program focus,
representing ARL, TFA, or traditional master’s program (see Table 1). In an effort
to get valid perspectives about the course and academic rigor, the focus group
interview took place towards the end of the 2016 spring semester.
The focus group lasted 71 minutes and resulted in 24 pages of transcripts.
During the focus group, example questions that were asked of the participants
were:
●
●
●

How would you define rigorous or academically challenging coursework?
What do you see as the benefit of rigorous coursework?
In what ways has this specific course allowed you to experience intellectual
growth through rigorous experiences?

Additionally, the first author interviewed the course instructor. The recorded
and transcribed interview lasted 63 minutes and resulted in 18 pages of transcript.
During the instructor interview, example questions included:
●
●
●

How do you define instructional rigor?
How do you plan for a rigorous curriculum?
How do you know the level of desired rigor has been achieved?

A survey was administered online to the entire class (N = 41) with a 63%
response rate (n = 26). The survey was adapted from the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) developed at Indiana University, which was designed
to measure engagement factors and high-impact practices. The questions used
were adapted from the “academic challenge” questions on the NSSE (Payne et al.,
2005, pp. 14-16). Example survey questions included:
●
●
●

What aspects of the course academically challenge you?
In what ways has the course contributed to your knowledge, skills, and
personal development?
In what ways has this course required you to do your best?

The course syllabus was the final piece of data collected for the study. The
15-page syllabus included course specifications (goal, purpose, course policies,
assignments, rubrics, ILA and INTASC standards, and institutional requirements).
Data Analysis
For this study, qualitative analysis was used to answer the research questions
and present the findings of this study. The research team analyzed data from the
interviews, survey, and course syllabus.
The instructor interview transcript was coded using the open-coding strategy
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(Saldaña, 2009; Stake, 1995). The codes were then categorized into themes that
highlight perceptions of rigor. The focus group interview was coded by using a
priori codes provided by the conceptual framework of this study (Draeger et al.,
2013, 2015; Saldaña, 2009). For example, the data were coded using codes such
as “meaningful content” or “appropriate expectations” or “higher-order thinking”
or “active learning” for aspects of the text where students described their learning
(Draeger et al., 2013, 2015). This process allowed the researchers to see nuances
within these constructs. When nuances emerged, emergent coding was applied
and produced other codes such as “differentiation,” “novelty,” and “applicable to
practice.” For the focus group, we conducted researcher reliability and validity
by having a second researcher examine the data and corroborate the findings. In
elements where the researchers did not have the same thematic conclusions, they
were discussed, and all discrepancies were resolved with a consensus on the codes
and themes.
The survey also was coded using the open-coding strategy (Saldaña, 2009)
and synthesized into themes. The syllabus was analyzed by applying the conceptual framework to each assignment, with each assignment coded with the requirements of active learning and higher order thinking according to Bloom’s
taxonomy (i.e., application, analysis, and synthesis), appropriate expectations,
and meaningful learning as related to course objectives.

Findings
The goal of this research was to explore academic rigor from both the students’ and faculty perceptions in a graduate teacher education course. In order to
provide research triangulation, we present findings from the perceptions of both
the students and the faculty member (i.e., course instructor), as well as the syllabus that guided the course.
All of the assignments in this course had interrelated elements of rigorous
instruction as defined by the conceptual framework (Drager et. al., 2013) and the
syllabus was coded using the Bloom’s taxonomy (i.e., application, analysis, and
synthesis) framework. The majority of the assignments required active learning,
included meaningful content, and were designed at the appropriate expectation of
student needs. Three assignments included and promoted higher-order thinking
and the other interrelated components of rigor, whereas the remaining assignments may have only highlighted one or more components. In addition, students
also expressed that those assignments with all four interrelated components were
the most rigorous. Their perspectives are discussed in the findings that include
rigor, meaningful content, appropriate expectations, and higher-order thinking
and active learning.
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A Model of Rigor in Graduate Teacher Education
According to the semi-structured interviews with focus group participants
and the one-on-one interview course instructor, the students and the course instructor perceived rigorous instruction in similar ways and in alignment with the
Draeger et al. (2013) research, stating that rigorous instruction included meaningful content, appropriate expectations, higher-order thinking, and active learning.
The participants described meaningful content as that which was applicable to
their practice. They also noted that novel, appropriate expectations needed to be
differentiated to meet all students’ needs, and that higher-order thinking can be
facilitated through the active learning strategy of engaging students in critical
discourse. The students in this study diverged from those in the Draeger et al.
(2015) study in that they described rigor using alternate parameters. Instead of
discussing rigor through factors such as assignments, workload, or tough grading,
as reported by Draeger et al. (2015), the students in this study reported rigor as the
intrinsic value of the learning rather than the way an assignment was evaluated.
More specifically, the focus group of students in this study characterized rigorous
instruction in terms of student interest and difficult material. Focus group comments indicated that they believed that rigor exists in the content’s meaning rather
than in its level of difficulty or engagement.
Meaningful Content
The students in this study defined meaningful content as needing both to be
applicable to their practice and novel to their learning progression. For example,
during the focus group interview, Winnie (pseudonyms were used for all participants) mentioned that her coursework should be relevant and applicable in that
it should be “something I will be able to use as a tool once I become a teacher.”
Haley, likewise, viewed her graduate coursework as a place where she could gain
“those toolbox moments […] that is what is going to help me right now.” Alfred
mentioned that he constantly asked himself, ““How I am going to use this?” when
reflecting on the content he was learning in his course. Caitlyn concurred, “I am
in the mood for this kind of toolbox class.” Stephanie commented that she looked
forward to the group work and assessment sharing that occurred in the course, “I
can then say, ‘Oh, this is great’, ask questions, we can collaborate, and [the] next
thing we are talking about how we can all actually use this.” She felt like those
conversations were most helpful, especially, “things I have come across that we
can apply” whereas some aspects of the course she felt, “some of it I am tuning
out because … there is no way I would I ever use it.”
Concurrently, on the survey data, students generally felt that most of the
meaningful assignments mirrored the work of being a teacher. For example, one
student survey response stated, “What I like most is the I As A Learner [project]
because it is something that I know I should do (such as setting goals for myself).”
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Another student agreed, “The goals assignment […] challenged me to be honest
with myself and pick a goal that would be time consuming, but also rewarding.”
These findings from the student focus group and survey data suggest students
prefer their assignments to be meaningful. It is also notable that students seem to
want to engage in more meaningful assignments despite the higher rigor.
Similarly, Dr. Scott emphasized the purpose of making learning practical,
applicable, and relevant as a teacher educator. She plans all her lesson plans to be
“useful to their [the students’] classroom for instruction so that they can take them
[strategies] and put them in their practice.” She also added, “It [the instruction]
should enhance their teaching. I think that is a big thing. Whatever the assignments are, that they are useful, and they are not just to fill a need.” This demonstrated that Dr. Scott is focused on ensuring the assignments are meaningful to
the context of the teachers’ (her students’) classrooms. Similarly, the students in
the focus group interview expressed that their learning (in the graduate course)
needs to be relevant and applicable to their teaching in order for it to be considered meaningful and thus contribute to rigorous instruction. Therefore, in terms
of application and learning, the students and Dr. Scott agree and understand the
importance of applying their learning to their current or future classrooms.
Additionally, the same students from the focus group interview remarked
that their learning needed to be novel (e.g., content not yet learned) in order
to be considered rigorous. For instance, Alfred mentioned he considered his
learning challenging when it was “putting me in a situation where I may not
be as familiar with it.” Carl agreed, yet criticized that his learning during this
course was repetitive, “We have been going through all the experiences we have
already [done]. We talked about this last semester. For me, again, there is no
new information.” Both of these comments suggest rigor is enhanced when the
learning is new. Furthermore, Winnie, who was a teacher candidate and in her
first semester of being in a K-12 class, commented, “Doing the assessments and
working with a student … that is rigorous to me.” Since this experience was
new to her, her comment highlights how new experiences unfamiliar to teacher
candidates are viewed as rigorous work. Stephanie also agreed with the rest of
the group, “It is definitely that past, that prior knowledge, past experience and
continuing new experiences to push you farther, I mean rigor is really pushing
you to do something you have not done before.” Therefore, the content becomes
meaningful to students in this study when that content is novel and applicable.
The students desired “new” learning, but the diversity of students in this
particular class and their experiences and prior knowledge varied, thus Dr. Scott
stated that she strived to make “coursework practical for all students.” This
was demonstrated through the coursework presented in the syllabus. For example, one of the assignments was a goal-oriented assignment. The assignment
required students to set professional goals for themselves as they relate to their
work as teachers or as future teachers in connection to literacy and/or assess-
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ment. This assignment was meant to highlight the practical use of the course
work.
According to Dr. Scott, as a teacher develops professional dispositions, it
is important to set goals and reflect on how you have done and what you want
to know and/or accomplish next. Dr. Scott also believes that teachers need to be
reflective practitioners (Etscheidt et al., 2011); therefore, she designed this assignment to allow students to set their own goals as they related to their work and
current needs as a teacher (meaningful content and higher-order thinking) while
demonstrating the course objectives. Examples of this goal assignment include:
●
●
●

Develop a teaching portfolio with assessments, lesson plans, and a student
case study to demonstrate their skills for upcoming interviews;
Read and evaluate resources/research articles to further develop an
understanding of literacy literature for their grade level;
Develop five mini-lessons that include grade level literature/texts and
standards.

This assignment included critical elements of rigor: meaningful content, higher-order thinking, appropriate expectations, and active learning. According to the
research of Drager et al. (2013), the assignments in the course syllabus for this
study met the expectations and requirements of academic rigor. This assignment
also aligned with Vygotsky perspective (1978, 1986, 1997) in that it allowed for
students to work meaningfully with Dr. Scott (i.e., the more knowledgeable other)
in an active learning environment within their zone of proximal development.
Appropriate Expectations
Another theme was that course content needed to be delivered with appropriate expectations. Draeger et al. (2013) suggested this component dealt with
course outcomes. However, in this current study, students defined appropriate expectations as the need for content to meet the needs of all learners, suggesting the
content needs to be differentiated to be considered meeting appropriate expectations. The focus group transcripts revealed the divergent perspectives expressed
by the students regarding their response to the course and its expectations. For
instance, Christel mentioned that some of the course assignments were too open
and she needed more scaffolding, “I feel something that is very daunting for me
when I was presented the […] project was that it was completely open.” However, Carl, who was critical of the content of the course, argued that the course was
not meeting his needs. For example, with an in-class assignment where students
would share strategies with one another, Carl expressed that this time was not
valuable for him and that he would rather those presentations be more self-directed. According to Carl, he would have preferred that someone “give me what
I needed then I can figure it out on my own.” These two perspectives highlight
the need for differentiation in a situation where one student needed more support
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and scaffolding while the other student wanted more autonomy and self-directed
learning (Brookfield, 1981; Knowles, 1975). Alfred and Stephanie also said that
they would “tune out” to some of the content they felt was more relevant for the
elementary teachers since they were secondary teachers, suggesting that while
this content may have met the needs of the elementary teachers, it may not have
met the expectations of the secondary teachers.
Similarly, one student in the survey expressed the need to engage in an assignment in a different way to better support this student’s learning. This student
stated:
When really delving into the articles for a deep understanding, this can be challenging. I wish there were more discussion about the articles (rather than entrance tickets). I mean, I spend time reading them and this is great. But discourse
with the class and professor would mean so much more.

Therefore, the expectation of the assignment was not meeting her needs fully
or supporting her in meeting the learning goal. However, this same student expressed that, “[Dr. Scott] really reads what you write and gives feedback. I always
do my best on the assignments because I know she is actually looking at them.”
Both of these comments confirm the need for high expectations and the support
needed from an instructor to meet them. Therefore, this study provides a clearer
conceptual understanding of appropriate expectations, namely, personalized expectations that meet the needs of the learner and high expectations where students
expand their current capabilities coupled with instructor support.
A final example where this dichotomy emerged was within Winnie and
Stephanie’s conversation in response to others in the group who were critical of
the course content. The following dialogue was captured in this way:
Winnie: I was actually in Dr. [Scott’s] class last semester, so I have done the AEs
[assessment assignments] so I decided to do a longitudinal study on the same
student. That has taught me a lot so that experience alone has obviously been
rigorous. I have learned a lot because if I had not taken this class, I wouldn’t have
known anything about that.
Stephanie: That is such a valid point because this semester I felt a lot different
about the AEs [assessment assignments] than I did last semester. This semester,
I am doing them because I have to do them and I am writing the paper. I chose a
couple of different ones that I did just last semester, but I feel entirely different
about it because last semester I had never dealt with a student before and I had
never experienced that and it was such a new thing.

By giving the students autonomy of selecting an assignment they have already done but asking them to extend or go beyond what they have previously
done, they actually came to a better understanding of their knowledge and pedagogy. This was due to using their prior experiences and developing a deeper
understanding and knowledge of not only the assignments, but also how it applies
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to their teaching and their current students. This conversation between Winnie
and Stephanie further highlights the theme that appropriate expectations meant
in this study the need to differentiate. Both of these students were doing the same
assignment, but only one of them was benefitting from this assignment. From a
Vygotskian perspective (1978), relating current information to a student’s prior
lived experience enhances the learning by making cognitive connections between
what is known and what is to be learned. When instructors recognize that students
bring with them different lived experiences, they allow for a means of differentiating the instruction as the instructor better understands their needs.
Dr. Scott conveyed that differentiation allows the teacher and the student
to target (develop) the assignment to their needs. By allowing choice, students
are encouraged to build on what they already knew and to incorporate that prior
knowledge in new and unexpected ways. This is demonstrated in the course’s
assessment project, which allowed students to use or work with students from a
previous semester and either apply/use different data and/or assessments to help
develop a more robust understanding of the assessments and their students.
Higher-order Thinking and Active Learning
The focus group contributed discourse that facilitated higher-order thinking
and active learning to rigor. Haley discussed the benefit of having evidence-based
discussions:
I feel like those discussions we have where we have reasons and evidence and
we can maturely talk to each other about those things is so rewarding in this
type of setting. This is so much more rewarding because either you are going to
have evidence and you are going to agree to disagree or one of you is going to
change your mind because of the evidence and you can both respect each other
in that way.

Haley’s comment demonstrated how well-reasoned discussions and discourse can
be thought provoking and lead to an environment where the level of thinking can
become analytical, evaluative, and lead to academic growth. Alfred agreed with
Haley and stated:
I think for me rigor means being able to think differently and for someone to
challenge me to think differently. I think it is learning those critical thinking
skills which I think you can always continue to improve upon that really makes
me feel like something is rigorous or not.

Alfred added that these types of conversations happen in classes when a professor “makes an active effort to communicate with us, to hear us out, and then to
ask us really thought-provoking questions.” Likewise, Christel agreed that critical discussions can create rigor, “I think when professors take critical lenses on
things and they push for that and their curriculum that really gets me motivated
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and gets me to want to engage more in that class.” Additionally, Carl added that
critical discourse can lead to learning, “Actually the time when we had the little
pow wow where everyone was talking about these things. Really then truly was I
learning because that is when I get everyone’s true opinion.” This comment was
in juxtaposition to a comment he made about another large group discussion in
which “we had the large group conversation […] all they are doing is regurgitating the information” suggesting much like Draeger et al. (2013) reported, that active learning can often lack rigor if it lacks higher-order thinking, but conversation
that includes higher-order thinking represents rigorous learning. Caitlyn also felt
the need for richer and deeper discourse, “I feel like everything we should be doing should be in creating, should be higher-level of thinking,” and she suggested
this could be done by:
challenging a thought and challenging each other and just critiquing it and rubbing up against it and being a part of as opposed to being in a stage of you are an
empty vessel that I need to put all the things inside.

Finally, Stephanie advocated for conversation that could stimulate thought-provoking discourse where rigorous learning could be achieved. For instance, she
stated she would rather have, “that organic conversation not that ‘you have to do
this many responses.’” She explained further:
Instead of just a lot of things, you are reading the article, you are summarizing it,
you are accumulating the information and then you move on. That analysis and
collaboration or that “here is a statement. Do you agree or disagree?” I felt really
engaged with these conversations in a small group just because I can make that
instant connection.

These comments demonstrated that these students defined rigorous instruction
as needed to possess higher-order thinking. According to them, this higher level
of thinking can be best achieved through the use of critical discourse, which is
through an active learning strategy.
Students in the survey unanimously responded that the coursework required
them to think at higher levels of Bloom’s taxonomy (e.g., analysis, synthesis, and
evaluation). They also commented on the value of discourse to allow them to
think more critically and engage in active learning. For instance, one student stated, “[The course] has challenged me academically and intellectually from all the
in-depth discussions and assignments.” Another student also felt the assignments
that offered practical experience helped her grow professionally:
All of the assignments have contributed to my knowledge, skills, and personal
development. Without having learned about the importance of assessment and
the experience of performing them, I would not have known where to begin.
This course is very rigorous and has therefore reinforced the idea that hard work
really does pay off!
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The survey data coincided with the focus group data in that rigorous coursework
included opportunities for deep thinking and active learning experiences.
Dr. Scott stated regularly in the interview and during informal conversations
that a supportive (i.e., safe) environment is of utmost importance. The class is a
place to share and have discourse that also promotes critical thinking. In addition
to students’ in-class discussions, the online portion of the course allowed students
opportunities to discuss, write and reflect on their experiences and the readings.
This course and the discourse permitted time for students to think about what they
knew, what they were learning, what they thought they knew, and whether they
held to their thoughts and/or beliefs. The online and face-to-face forums allowed
the students to reprocess and allow the evidence to support their learning.

Discussion and Conclusion
The findings of this study describe a telling case of rigorous learning in a
contextualized setting of teacher education. Some of the findings show agreement
with other scholars’ conceptions of academic rigor (e.g., Draeger et al., 2013,
2015), whereas other findings from this study highlight additional nuance and
consideration for teacher educators in their pursuit to prepare their teacher candidates for the demands of the classroom.
The students and instructor in this study agreed that rigorous instruction and
learning needed to be both applicable to the clinical setting and inclusive of novel
information and experiences. While this may be the primary motivator in creating
an engaging learning environment, ensuring learning has direct application and
relevance to learners is heightened among adult learners, who, according to principles of adult learning theory, thrive in such learning environments (Knowles,
1984). Furthermore, meaningful course content allows for narrowing the theory-to-practice bridge in teacher education (Korthagen & Kessels, 1999), which
has been the long-standing criticism of most university-based teacher preparation
programs (Zeichner et al., 2015).
This case also highlighted the need to ensure each learning task within a
course of study takes the varied needs of the learner into consideration. Whitaker
(2016) argued that rigor is in recognizing where students are and challenging to
go just beyond their current capacities—aligned with Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of
proximal development. What is challenging to one student may be irrelevant or
inappropriate to another. Since rigorous instruction is multi-faceted, this component may be the very bedrock of rigorous learning, for rigor cannot exist without a
clear understanding of the learners teacher educators seek to prepare (Bowman &
Culver, 2018; Campbell & Dortch, 2018; Medaille et al., 2019). Whitaker (2016)
advocated then for a wide variety of pedagogical approaches to help students
meet the desired outcomes. Providing effective instruction and modeling effective
instruction for teacher candidates is the central work of teacher educators. If meet-
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ing the needs of all learners is the expectation of this generation of teachers, then
the same expectation needs to be adhered to and modeled by teacher educators.
Discussion-based teaching and learning served as the catalyst to rigorous
learning in this study. This may be attributed to teachers’ need for sense-making
activities to foster professional learning (Allen & Penuel, 2015). A related but
separate consideration is that sense-making activities may also more likely be
achieved in smaller class sizes (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).
This study highlights implications for theory and practice. The findings of
this particular study contradict the findings of Draeger et al. (2015) on one distinct
aspect. Rather than seeing rigor in terms of grades and course loads, students in
this study were more inclined to learn for practical reasons (i.e., to become effective teachers). Grades were never a topic of conversation in the data. Since the
rationale of this study was to use a telling case to examine rigor in a more nuanced
setting than just a university-wide perspective, further research should be done
to explore rigor in specific environments to be able to more fully understand the
concept of rigor in other settings.
Next, our study highlights important aspects for the practice of teacher educators. Our findings confirm a larger concept reported by Draeger et al. (2103), who
found that rigor does require active learning, meaningful content, higher-order
thinking, and appropriate expectations. However, our study takes those categories
and nuances them for practice in teacher education. All these components are
prevalent in critical academic discourse spurred with relevant material. Students
want to be challenged in their thinking and they suggested the best practice for
doing so was in the discourse model in which they were actively learning meaningful content with higher-order thinking at the appropriate expectation.
The conversations in this study centered on increasing the rigor of university-based TPPs invite teacher educators to become more intentional practitioners.
Further research should continue to explore rigor in varying contexts where teacher preparation exists across the country. Research should also examine the effects
of rigorous coursework on preservice teachers’ growth and application of course
content in their clinical experiences. Each TPP needs to have critical conversations to define the knowledge, skills, and dispositions of a prepared teacher in
their specific context.
It is the goal that these conversations will open up the dialogue for preparing the next generation of teachers to face the opportunities and challenges that
exist within today’s schools. Perhaps we should conclude where we started. Effective teachers will continue to shape society through their efforts to empower
the rising generation. Unfortunately, the field is not retaining many of its novice
workforce. This study sought to contribute to the discussion with a focus on how
teacher educators can reconsider how we conceptualize and measure the rigors of
our preparation pathways and if they are indeed preparing teacher candidates to
thrive. Like Zeichner et. al. (2015), we seek not to defend or reform our efforts,
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but rather transform our efforts to ambitiously and unapologetically create a better
education system than our predecessors. However, it starts with taking a critical
self-reflection and by asking, “Are we doing enough?” Some may shy away from
this conversation, but we hope more will openly embrace it. Change is uncomfortable but let us get used to discomfort. Only then can we embrace and forge ahead
on a new path—a path of promise.
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